BOATPEOPLE AND PUBLIC OPINION IN AUSTRALIA

== Katharine Betts

Since 1976 there have been three waves of boatpeople travelling to Australia, the last beginning in
1999. Following the Tampa incident in August 2001 it has been Government policy to prevent boats
carrying asylum-seekers from entering the Australian migration zone. Despite opposition from opinion

leaders, the policy is popular with a majority of Australians. This is not surprising. Support for such
a policy has been building throughout the 25 year period. This support is not based in racism as some
critics allege; rather it reflects the importance of borders in maintaining a strong sense of national

community.

A new word has bedded down in
Australia’s political vocabulary over the
last 25 years: boatpeople. A boatperson is
someone who arrives by sea, unan-
nounced, without a visa and ‘with the
intention of seeking political asylum.
They have been dominating the news
since late August this year, but we have
had intermittent experience of them for a
long time. The first were five young men
who arrived in Darwin from Vietnam in a
small wooden boat in April 1976. They
had been two months at sea, travelled
3500 kilometres, and had found their way
to us with the aid of a page torn from a
school atlas.! But they were not the har-
bingers of a steady influx; rather boat
arrivals since 1976 have come in three
distinct waves: the first from 1976 to
1981; the second, from 1989 to 1998; and
the third, and largest, from 1999 to the
present.

THE FIRST WAVE

They took a little while to arrive but
people seeking to leave Vietnam after the
fall of Saigon in April 1975 constituted
the first wave. Two more boats reached
Darwin late in 1976 and, by November
and December 1977, boats were appear-
ing almost daily. But by the end of 1981,
this particular flow had ceased and the
number of boatpeople arriving during this

first six-year period was not large: 2059
(and there were none in 1980 and only 3¢
in 1981).2 See Table 1.

Despite their relatively small numbers.
the first wave had a considerable politica!
impact. A Federal election was due on 1©
December 1977 and the boat arrivals
dominated the news. The situation was
unexpected, aggravated deep emotions
and received saturation news coverage
Claims that Australia was losing contro!
of migrant selection were widespread
and, with the election looming, the then

Table 1: Boatpeople, arrivals 1976 to
August 2001

Year Arrivals Year Amivals)
1976 111 1989 28
1977 868 1990 216§
1978 746 1991 225
1979 304 1992 2204
1980 - 1993 4
1981 30 1994 97T
1982 - 1995 242
1983 - 1996 i
1984 - 1997 3z
1985 - 1998 20
1986 - 1999 37&
1987 - 2000 296
1988 -] 2001 to Aug. 365

Sources: 1976-1981, N. Viviani, The Long
Journey Melbourne University Press.
Melbourne, 1984, p. 85; 1989-2001.
Department of Immigration and
Multicultural Affairs (DIMA) Fact
Sheet 81: Unauthorised arrivals by a:
and sea (27 August 2001)



Figure 1: Boatpeople, arrivals 1976 to August 2001
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Fraser Coalition Government moved to
stem the influx. They eventually achieved
this by two main strategies. First, they

Table 2: Boatpeople, November 1989 to

August 2001, arrivals, boats and
arrivals per boat

Year Arrivals  Boats Average
arrivals
per boat

1989 (from Nov.) 28 1 28

1990 216 2 99

1991 225 6 36

1992 220 6 36

1993 86 3 27

1994 977 18 53

1995 242 7 34

1996 661 19 35

1997 340 11 31

1998 200 17 12

1999 3740 86 43

2000 2961 51 58

2001 (to Aug.) 3694 32 115

Source:

Derived from DIMA Fact Sheet 81:

Unauthorised arrivals by air and sea,
(27 August 2001)
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tried to deter asylum-seekers from sailing
directly to Australia by instituting a
substantial intake of Indo-Chinese people
from the camps overseas. Second, they
establishing boat-holding arrangements
with Indonesia and other countries to the
North. These strategies worked. The
boats stopped coming but they also meant
that, by default, Australia had embarked
on a significant Indochinese intake.*

Up until late 1977 the Fraser Govern-
ment had resisted this. The Government
had embarked on a determined effort to
recruit more immigrants during 1976 and
1977 but, even though more than 117,000
Vietnamese had reached countries of first
asylum by the end of 1976° and most
were anxious to resettle in the West,
recruitment efforts concentrated on
Europe and Britain.® (Recently the Fraser
Government of 1975-1983 has been much
praised for its open response to the needs



of the Vietnamese; in fact they responded
reluctantly’ and only later made a virtue
of necessity.)®

THE SECOND WAVE

As Table 1 and Figure 1 show, there were
no boat arrivals from 1982 to 1988. But
in November 1989, 27 Chinese and
Vietnamese asylum-seekers landed in
Broome, starting a second wave of
arrivals which lasted from 1989 to 1998.
Numbers averaged around 170 per annum
in the early 1990s but over the 10 year
period were around 300 per annum.
Initially many were from Cambodia; in
the latter part of the second wave they
were often from Southern China. The
Vietnamese boatpeople had been granted
refugee status and permanent residence

arrivals were treated differently. They
were held in detention while their claims
for refugee status were processed, each
person was assessed on a case by cass
basis and, as Table 3 shows, a large pro-
portion (around 70 per cent overall
eventually left Australia.

Part of the reason for this tougher
freatment was that the context }
changed. In the late 1980s and carly
1990s boatpeople were not the only for-
eigners trying to obtain permanent visas
after arriving in Australia; indeed thes
formed a small minority of such cases
During the 1980s more and more people
who had arrived quite legally on tempo-
rary visas began to apply for permanen:
residence to the Immigration Departmen:
on-shore, many on the grounds that they

almost automatically. The second-wave were refugees.” A number wers
Table 3: Boatpeople, arrivals from November 1989 to August 2001, by outcome
Numbers Per cent
Allowed In]  Allowed In
to stay, detention to stay, detention
granted as of granted as of
Year Arrivals visas'  Departures  27/08/01? visas  Departures  27/08/01 Tous
rlxl?v(),)( AT 27 21 6 0 78 2 0 1o
1990 216 89 127 0 41 59 0 '
1991 225 167 61 0 74 27 0 I
1992 220 29 188 0 13 85 0 '
1993 86 73 12 0 85 14 0 [
1994 977 135 876 0 14 90 0 "
1995 242 14 210 0 6 87 0 C
1996 661 54 607 0 8 92 0 '
1997 340 65 274 1 19 81 0.3 !
1998 200 38 160 2 19 80 1 L
1999 3740 2841 722 163 76 19 - '
2000 2961 1480 - 105 1364 50 4 46 [
f&(g )(“’ 3694 366 2 3321 10 0 9% I

Source: Derived from DIMA Fact Sheet 81- Unauthorised arrivals by air and sea (27 August 2001
Note: The outcomes refer to eventual outcomes. In many cases these did not occur in the same year ==

the arrivals.
1

not add to 100.)

"

The visas are mostly refugee (protection) visas or,
number are humanitarian visas, and some applican
bridging visas and escapees — both very few — a

post-August 1999, temporary protection visas. 4
ts were given entry on other grounds. (People gives

re not shown. But because of this percentages mzy

The proportions in detention for recent arrivals are not directly comparable with those for earlier

arrivals because there has not yet been time for many of the recent arrivals to have been fully

processed.
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The proportions in detention for recent arrivals are not directly comparable with those for earlier

arrivals because there has not yet been time for many of the recent arrivals to have been fully

processed.



successful; others were not. Some of the
latter challenged the Department’s
decision in the Federal Court. The fact that
they were on Australian soil allowed them
to do this and developments in Australian
law in the late 1970s and early 1980s
(known collectively as the New
Administrative Law) made it worth their
while to try.'

Detention

Under the Migration Act of 1958 it was
always policy to detain people who arrived
in  Australia without visas, or with
inappropriate or fraudulent visas, while
their circumstances were determined, but
up until 1989 the period of detention was
usually brief and the practice was only
policy, not law.

Most of the early second-wave arrivals
were detained, some for long periods as
they and their lawyers pressed on with
lengthy appeals. By the early 1990s a
number of asylum-seekers had been in
detention for two or more years and the
policy began to attract considerable criti-
cism."" Nonetheless, the Keating Labor
Government passed the Migration Amend-
ment Act in 1992. This had the effect of
making detention mandatory for people
who had arrived without visas, including,
of course, boatpeople claiming refugee
status.'” The new Act received bipartisan
support and was not repealed by the
Howard Coalition Government after its
victory in 1996.

Detention remained controversial until
the problem of the Cambodians was
resolved (by giving the people involved a
quasi amnesty) and the controversy served
to keep the question of boat arrivals in the
news. The media could easily comprehend
and publicise the fact of detention but the
more arcane questions of the new
administrative law and the use made of it
by asylum-seekers and their Australian

lawyers was probably less well
understood.

The Government of the day had strug-
gled to find effective policies to manage
the early arrivals in the second wave and
the conflict between the executive and the
Judiciary over asylum-seekers was bitter.
And, as Table 3 shows, a high proportion
of this group was eventually granted
visas. But as the 1990s wore on the nature
of the flow shifted — people of Sino-
Vietnamese or Chinese origin from
Southern China became the dominant
groups. Despite the fact that larger num-
bers were arriving and that people smug-
glers were now clearly involved, the
Government was able to send the major-
ity of these people back, detention peri-
ods were brief, and the question of
boatpeople (and detention) dropped out
of the news.

THE THIRD WAVE
After 1998 boatpeople became
newsworthy again because the pattern of
arrivals changed. Numbers were now
much larger, as were numbers per boat,
and the role of people smugglers in the
influx was clear. The asylum-seekers
places of origin changed too. They were
now more often from the Middle East and
Afghanistan,” and departure rates were
much lower. Figure 2 illustrates the build
up of the third wave on a month-by-
month basis showing that it was only by
the November 1999 that the volume of
new arrivals began to increase sharply.
There has, of course, been less time
for the claims of this group to be assessed
and departure rates may rise. However, as
Table 3 shows, over three quarters of the
1999 arrivals had been given visas as of
27 August 2001 and recent experience
has shown that the overwhelming major-
ity of asylum-seekers who can establish
that they are from Afghanistan and Iraq



Figure 2: Boatpeople, arrivals by month July 1998 to August 2001
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are eventually successful in their applica-
tion for protection visas.' This is not
because the new arrivals have conclu-
sively shown that they are indeed refu-
gees. As most have no papers, often
because they themselves have destroyed
them, this would be difficult. Rather,
decision makers are giving them the
benefit of the doubt.' It is also the case
that the Australian courts have, in prac-
tice, expanded the definition of a refugee
assetoutin the 1951 Geneva Convention
in such a way that asylum-seekers in
Australia are very much more likely to be
given refugee status than similar people
being assessed by the UNHCR
overseas. '

The larger numbers swelled the
detention camps. From late 1999 deten-
tion once again became controversial and
was bitterly opposed by some of the
Government’s critics.'” The detainees too
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were clearly unhappy. The period has
been marked by protests within the camps
(including riots), escapes, and a mass
breakout at Woomera in June 2000.

The Tampa incident

Late in August 2001 the third w ave
halted, not because of any change in the
number of boats and their passengers
heading towards Australia but because of
a dramatic change in Government policy
This was instituted during the Tampe
incident.

On Saturday 25 August, Australiz=
Search and Rescue aircraft began keepinzs
watch on a wooden ferry (the KA Palapa
1) which had set out from Indonesia. I:
was heading towards Christmas Island
with a large number of passengers, pre-
sumably with the intent of off-loading
them on the island so that they ¢

COURE

apply for refugee status on Australiz-



‘zrmitory. But the boat was in difﬁculty; it
mzd stalled. It was in the Indonesian
rescue zone and the Australian Search
znd Rescue tried to draw the attention of
‘ndonesian authorities to it but with no
result. So on Sunday 26 August, they
Sroadcast a general alert.

Captain Ame Rinnan of the Norwegian
Teighter, the Tampa, responded and was
zuided to the Palapa by an Australian
oastwatch plane. The boat was now
iarting to break up and Rinnan’s crew
managed to get the 433 passengers (and
the crew) on board the Tampa with some

1

- el

difficulty. The Indonesians gave
permission for the people to be landed in
the port of Merak, deemed the nearest
fzasible point of disembarkation.'® It was
30 hours away, and Rinnan set his course
in that direction. After 90 minutes a
zroup of men forced their way on to the
oridge. They described themselves as
‘desperate  people from a dangerous
background’ and insisted that Rinnan turn
the ship and take them to Christmas Island
or face ‘dire consequences’. The captain
and his crew were outnumbered by male
asylum- seekers (aged 16 and over) by 13
10 one; Rinnan turned the ship."

At Midday on Monday 27 August the
Howard Government announced that the
Tampa would not be given permission to
land in Australia or any Australian terri-
tory, and the Labor Opposition backed
them in this decision. On Tuesday 28 the
Government tried to get emergency legis-
lation through Parliament (the Border
Protection Bill) to ensure that the courts
would not overturn Monday’s decision,
but Kim Beazely, leader of the Opposi-
tion, judged the bill too draconian. He
refused to support it and it was rejected in
the Senate that evening. On Wednesday
29th the Tampa entered Australian waters
off Christmas Island in defiance of the
Government’s wishes and Special Air

Service (SAS) troops were ordered to
board and take control of the ship.?

The Government appears to have
hoped to persuade the Indonesians to take
the people back but to no avail; they had
changed their minds. After a standoff of
some days the Tampa’s new passengers
(the majority of whom were said to be
Afghanis or Iraqis) were transferred to an
Australian Navy vessel, the HMAS
Manoora, and the Pacific island of Nauru
agreed to house most of them temporarily
while their applications for refugee status
were processed; New Zealand agreed to
take 150 (mainly those in family
groups).”! But this agreement did not

- bring the Tampa incident to a close.

While the negotiations were in progress,
civil rights lawyers in Melbourne took up
the cause of the asylum-seekers con-
cerned. They lodged a case against the
Government’s actions in the Federal
Court and the Manoora was obliged to
wait off the coast of Papua New Guinea
for the hearing to take place. On Tuesday
11 September Federal Court Judge, Tony
North, announced his decision: the use of
the SAS had meant that the asylum-
seekers had been detained on the T ampa
‘without lawful authority’ in breach of the
common law principle of habeas corpus.
He ruled that they must be brought to
Australian territory by 5.00 pm Friday
14.2

The Government immediately appealed
to the Full Bench of the Federal Court and,
on Tuesday 18 September, the Full Bench
handed down its decision. This time it was
in the Government’s favour, two to one:
the majority considered that the
Commonwealth had acted within its
executive power in the steps it had taken
and that the ‘rescuees’ had not been
detained by the Commonwealth nor had
they had their freedom restricted by any-
thing that the Commonwealth had done >



Media reports of this judgment were
somewhat overshadowed by news that
many of the asylum-seekers, now
anchored off Nauru, were refusing to
disembark, a stand-off which took more
than a fortnight to resolve.** (Two of the
litigants acting on behalf of the Tampa
people in the Federal Court, Eric Vardalis
and Liberty Victoria, then requested leave
to appeal to the High Court; leave was
granted and the appeal was scheduled to
be heard on 14 December. But in the
meantime the executive’s decision could
proceed.)®

More boatpeople have attempted to
make their way to Australia since the
Tampa incident. The Government has
continued with its policy of trying to find
Pacific Island nations to house them
while their claims are processed
off-shore, if possible by UNHCR officials
but at any event away from the Australian
legal system. It is too soon to say whether
this new policy will eventually deter boat
arrivals as many customers have already
paid the people smugglers and are
waiting in Malaysia and Indonesia to try
their luck. The Australian reports that
1823 boatpeople headed for Australia in
September and October;*® had they
landed, the total for the first 10 months of
2001 would have exceeded 5500.

PUBLIC OPINION ON
BOATPEOPLE

By the late 1970s a number of opinion
polls on the Vietnamese boatpeople had
been taken and these showed that, while
around 60 per cent of Australians wanted
to let a ‘limited number’ of boat peopl=
stay (and between seven and 13 per cent
wanted to let ‘any number’ stay), between
20 and 32 per cent wanted to ‘stop them
from staying here’ (or, as one poll put it
wanted to ‘put those boats back to sea”).~
Table 4 sets out the data from three com-
parable polls.

Table 4 shows some toughening in the
public’s attitudes to boatpeople between
1977 and February/March 1979. How-
ever, as Table 5 shows, attitudes to the
first wave of boatpeople differed, in some
cases quite sharply, by social location
Non-British immigrants and religious
agnostics were two groups more likely o
have an open-borders approach but this
attitude set was most firmly established
among the tertiary educated, confirming
a well-established finding that people
with tertiary education (especially univer-
sity graduates) are the least likels
sub-group to take a restrictive stance om
immigration of any kind.?®

There were no published polls om
boatpeople during the 1980s,” but =

Table 4: Three comparable polls on boatpeople, 1977 to 1979, per cent

Any Limit  Stop them Can’t say Total

number number
| December 1977 13 60 20 7 100
2 February 1979 7 61 28 5 100
3 February/March 1979 8 57 32 4 100

Sources: For Poll 1, Morgan Gallup Poll number 191A, 3-4 December 1977. The question read: ‘Have
you read or heard of the hundreds of refugees from Vietnam who have landed in Darwin from
small boats? [98.4% had heard of them.] Would you allow any number of them to live
permanently here — or limit their number — or stop them from staying here?’ Poll 2, Morgan
Gallup Poll number 252, 3-4 February 1979. The question was: ‘Next about refugees from
Vietnam — would you allow any number of them to live here permanently — or limit their
number — or stop them from staying here?’” The question doesn’t specifically mention
boatpeople but the implication of the ‘stop them from staying’ response is that the question
means boatpeople not refugees in general. Poll 3, same question as Poll 2, Morgan Gallup Pol

number 254, February/March 1979.



Table 5: Attitudes to boatpeople by education, country of birth and
religion, February/March 1979, per cent

Any number  Limit number _Stop them Can’t say Total
Total sample 8 57 32 4 100
By level of education
Tertiary/university 13 68 17 2 100
5th-6th form 10 57 31 3 100
Intermediate - 4" form 5 62 30 2 100
Some secondary 6 52 37 6 100
Primary only 5 42 46 7 100
By country of birth
Australia 7 58 33 3 100
United Kingdom i 62 29 3 100
Other Europe 15 39 38 8 100
Asia/other 17 48 21 15 100
By religion
Catholic 9 55 30 6 100
Protestant 6 58 34 2 100
No religion 12 58 24 7 100

Source: See Poll 3, Table 4

October 1993 after the arrival and
detention of the Cambodians had become
controversial, an Irving Saulwick poll on
the topic was published in The Age. The
question was rather different from the one
set out in Table 4 but the trend is clear. In
1993 more people (44 per cent) wanted
to send the boatpeople back than had
been the case earlier and most of those
who did not hold this view approved of
detention while boat arrivals were

Table 6: Attitudes to boatpeople and detention, September 1993,

assessed. In all 90 per cent of the
electorate (including 86 per cent of
migrants) wanted either to send the
boatpeople back or to detain them while
their claims were assessed.

To my knowledge, there were no polls
on boatpeople published between October
1993 and August 2001. But after the
Tampa affair a number appeared. All of
them showed majority support for the
Government’s decision to prevent the
people on board

per cent the Tampa landing

Total Men Women ABomlin No};bom m on . AUStrall.an

ustralia ustralia territory and high

Send back 4 sl 37 45 40 levels of concern to

Dleltam and Assess 46 40 52 46 42 prevent similar

A . .

ow to stay 7 5 8 6 landings in the

Don’t know/no answer 3 4 3 3 6 future. An Age poll
Total 100 100 100 100 100 ' gep

Source:

1000 voters.

Irving Saulwick poll, 28 September 1993, published in The Age 11
October 1993, pp. 1, 4. The question read: ‘You may know that
some people have travelled to Australia from Asia in small boats
and have applied to stay as migrants. Do you think people who
attempt to become migrants in this way should be: sent straight
back where they come from, despite what they say may happen to
them; assessed with all other migrant applicants, and held in
custody in the meantime; or allowed to stay as migrants in
Australia?’ Data are from a national random telephone sample of

conducted by A. C.
Nielsen between 31
August and 2
September found
that 77 per cent of
Australians
supported the

Bursads wind Dlaps: val (O no. 4. 2001. baoe 41



Table 10: Support for complying with the initial Federal Cour

Tampa, September 12 to 16, 2001 per cent

t ruling on the

Total Sex Political support
Men Women Coalition ALP
Yes, should be returned to mainland 19 21 18 10 26
No 76 75 77 87 68
Undecided 5 4 S 3 6
Total 100 100 100 100 100

Source: See Table 9 (the Australian sample, N= 853). The question was: ‘As you probably
know, boat people picked by the Norwegian vessel, the Tampa, are now being sent by
the Australian Government to Nauru and New Zealand for processing. The Federal
Court of Australia has ruled that the Government acted unlawfully in detaining the
refugees on the Tampa, and has ordered the boat people on the Tampa be returned to
the Australian mainland. In your opinion, should the Tampa boat people be returned to

the Australian mainland now, or not?’

explain current sentiment about
boatpeople.

Some saw the documenting of opinion
on boatpeople as an especial shock in
view of the welcome that the Australian
public had given to the 4000 Kosovars
accepted for temporary refuge only two
years ago in 1999. Certainly if one choses
to see the two phenomena as equivalent,
the difference in attitudes is remarkable.

Robert Manne has recently argued that
Australia’s  public culture has been
reshaped, for the worse, under the Howard
Government. He blames this on Pauline
Hanson’s influence together with
Howard’s attitude to her. Instead of con-
demning Hanson’s views about Aboriginal
welfare and Asian immigration, Howard
applauded the weakening of political
correctness and the growth of free speech.
Manne writes that,

In the strange dynamic that now developed

between the stridency of Hanson and the

silence of Howard Australia’s political
culture began to be reshaped.

But even as late as 1999 this change
had not done its worst because we still
accepted the Kosovars.

The moral turning point with regard to

refugees began only in October, 1999,

when boat people fleeing from two of the

most vicious tyrannies on earth — Iraq

Paanls and Plasng sl B we 2 SOF  sococic bl

under Saddam Hussein; Afghanistan under
the Taliban — began to arrive in significant
numbers on our northern shores. This was
the moment where the idea of the refugee
began to be transformed in Australian
public consciousness from a human being
worthy of compassion into a human being
deserving only our contempt.*

The survey data do not support this
interpretation. There was no sudden
change after 1999, whether induced by
Howard and Hanson or conjured up from
some other source; attitudes to
boatpeople had formed and firmed over a
quarter of a century. The more experience
Australians had of boatpeople arriving,
the more unhappy about it they became
and the less inclined to offer an open
house.

It is not logical to compare public
sentiment about the Kosovars with feeling
about boatpeople. The Kosovars were
invited to Australia for temporary respite
on our terms. [ am not aware of survey
data on this topic but most Australians
seemed glad that our country could help
and many offered personal assistance. We
should not see the two sets of circum-
stances as similar; a better comparison
may be between giving to a charity of
one’s own accord versus being besieged
by street beggars. In the first instance we



believe that the recipient is deserving and
the money well spent. In the second we
zznnot know if the suppliant is deserving
or 2 fraud and people who are accosted in
this way often feel stressed and resentful.

But the negative attitudes to
soatpeople recorded in the current polls
may be due to more than just experience
or 1o doubts about the asylum-seekers’
sona fides. Indeed the Tampa- incident
«self illustrates some possible sources of
changes in attitude. First, there is the
scale of the movement, which was very
much larger than the first two waves.
This in itself captured public attention
znd, when combined with the growing
numbers per boat, highlighted the role of
people smugglers. Such operators do not
seem to have played a part in the first
wave;” their prominence today feeds the
suspicion that, rather than being genuine
refugees, many of the boatpeople are
manipulating the system. (Given the
difficulties with refugee determination in
Australia the extent to which this is
actually happening is hard to gauge, but
we are talking here of perceptions rather
than reality.)*

In the late 1970s many people could
have thought that to turn the boats around
would be to condemn innocent and des-
perate people to death by drowning. Today
a person offering this response could think,
‘Let the people smugglers take them back
to Indonesia’.

The Tampa incident also highlights the
role of the courts. Most members of the
public have probably been unaware of the
extent to which judicial decisions have
modified and constrained immigration and
refugee policy since the early 1980s.
Justice North’s decision made this role
plain for the nation to see. And, of course,
there is the shift from Asian source
countries to the Middle East. It is curious
that allegations of Australian xenophobia

have focused on our supposed antipainy to
Asia and Asians. Middle Easterners are,
after all, phenotypically very close to
Europeans. Yeta poll taken in 1988 found
that the Middle East was the least popular
region of the world as a source for future
immigrants, less popular than Asia or
Africa.”” This points to the importance of
cultural rather than racial diversity.® The
Tampa incident occurred while the nation
was learning shocking accounts of rapes in
Western Sydney; gangs of young men of
Lebanese origin had allegedly been raping
young Caucasian women in a racially
motivated fashion.*® This series of
incidents was unlikely to make the public
more inclined to offer the welcome mat to
boatloads of unknown adventurers from
the Middle East, a state of mind that the 11
September catastrophe could only
reinforce.

Nonetheless, the evidence shows that
there was no sudden desire to close the
door on boatpeople dating only to the last
couple of years. This has been a slow and
growing trend over the last quarter of a
century. Critics are quick to dismiss this
attitude as narrow-minded xenophobia, the
mindset of a paranoid people still gripped
by nineteenth century fears of invasion.
For example, Angela Mitropoulos takes
Peter Mares to task for allowing himself to
contemplate invasion fears. Would he still
harbour these fears if Queensland had been
‘steeped in famine for a decade’ and
Queenslanders were making their way
South? ‘Does the recent rural-to-urban
migration conjure up the idea of a flood?
Who do we include in “we”, in our idea of
who is human and who is not?**

Mitropoulos cannot understand why
Australians might want to distinguish
between fellow citizens and foreigners;
she does not see the importance of a
common sense of peoplehood. Modern
nations consist of millions of disparate
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individuals. If they cannot also think of
themselves as belonging to a group that
has a collective memory of its obligations
and a collective responsibility for their
common future they will be unable to act
as a group on the broad scale and over
the long term.*' Consequently threats to a
sense of common identity endanger a
broad range of other goals that we care
about. But many intellectuals are tone
deaf to the ideas of nation and people-
hood and the power that these ideas have
for most Australians. People who are
secure in their identity may choose to act
compassionately, as in the case of the
Kosovars, but resent attempts to coerce
them to share their home with outsiders.
Critics who cannot understand this
imagine that if they assault and insult the
idea of the nation with sufficient vigour
we will all become generous
internationalists living in a world of
peace and sharing.

In the recent election campaign the
Government emphasised its stand on the
boatpeople. For the Government’s critics,
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